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Word families

	 1	 This exercise explores the idea of word families and how they are shown in the dictionary. 
It looks at how the same idea can be expressed in different ways, using different parts of 
speech from the same word family, an important skill in academic writing.

Write the word stable on the board and elicit its meaning as an adjective, plus an example 
sentence using it. Elicit words from the same word family as stable. (Alternatively, you could 
choose a different word family from the one on the worksheet – e.g. conclude, identity or 
significant.) Students look up stable in the dictionary to check all the members of the word 
family. Elicit answers to questions a. (unstable) and b. something like ‘to make something 
likely to change or fail’. Compare students’ ideas with the actual definition of destabilize in 
the dictionary: ‘to make a system, country, government, etc. become less firmly established or 
successful’. Point out that the definition tells you what kind of thing can be ‘destabilized’. This 
shows how students can use their existing knowledge to get close to the meaning of a word, 
and how the dictionary can help them build on that knowledge and pinpoint the meaning 
more exactly.

	 2	 Students complete the gapfill exercise, checking the word families in the dictionary to find 
the missing word in each case:
a	 differ – point out that both the adjective different and verb differ are followed by from
b	 structurally
c	 insufficient
d	 interactions
e	 evident – point out that as the noun evidence has changed to an adjective, so the 

adjective clear needs to change to the adverb clearly.

	 3	  Mention that to complete the paraphrases, students may need to change the form of some 
of the words (e.g. add a third person or plural s). Discuss any alternative answers and decide 
which are most concise/clear.
a	 Kane greatly emphasizes this second point.
b	 Internet users were invited to be participants in an online study.
c	 The authors’ conclusion was that most sedimentation occurred below the beach zone.
d	 The study is reliant on data from a national survey. – Again, both the verb rely and 

adjective reliant need to be followed by the same preposition – on.
e	 More work is clearly needed on this topic. or Clearly, more work is needed on this topic. – 

the adverb clearly can be applied to the verb needed or the whole sentence.
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	 4	 This exercise is designed to help students understand why it might be useful to express the 
same idea using different parts of speech. The first text, using an adverb-verb clause (Social 
class has traditionally been divided …) is explanatory in nature: it is giving information that 
it assumes the reader does not already know. The second text makes a claim about the topic 
of the first text: it uses an adjective-noun phrase to refer to that topic (traditional British 
social divisions of upper, middle and working class) but then moves on to its claim, without 
explaining those traditional divisions any further: it assumes that the reader already knows 
what these are. Academic writing often uses noun phrases to refer to ideas that either have 
already been explained earlier in the text, or that it assumes the reader already knows about. 
The more expert the expected reader of a text, the more this shared knowledge may be 
assumed, so that a research article in a journal, for example, written by an expert for other 
experts to read, may be very densely written, making heavy use of complex noun phrases. 
This contrasts with spoken and informal language which typically uses more verbs to explain 
and communicate. EAP students may not be writing research articles yet, but learning to 
use more noun phrases in their writing will help it to sound more academic in tone and to 
express ideas more concisely.

	 5	 This activity gives students the opportunity to practise using word families to paraphrase 
ideas from their own subject area. Students can either choose their own texts or you can 
select (sections of ) texts previously studied in class. Students can work individually or in 
groups, presenting and explaining their choices in feedback. This is an opportunity for 
students to experiment with different possibilities and to discuss which paraphrases are most 
natural, elegant, concise, etc. and which are rather awkward or clumsy. 
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Many words have several different derivatives. Different word endings can indicate different 
parts of speech. A prefix at the beginning of the word can indicate a word with the opposite 
meaning. Look at this extract from the entry for stable:

	 1	 a	 Which word means ‘likely to change or fail suddenly’?
b	 Can you explain what destabilize means?

	 2	 Sometimes you can express the same idea in different ways, using a different part of speech 
from the same word family. This can be useful when you are summarizing or paraphrasing. 
Use your dictionary to look up the word in bold in the first sentence in each pair below. 
Choose a different word from the Word Family box to complete the second sentence, 
expressing the same idea in a slightly different way. 

Example:	 Reported intentions are different from actual behaviour. 
		  Reported intentions        differ       from actual behaviour.

a	 The human eye is a complex structure.
	 The human eye is _____________ complex.

b	 The city lacks sufficient water resources.
	 The city’s water resources are _____________. 

c	 These events involve numerous components that interact in complicated ways.
	 These events involve numerous components with complicated _____________.

d	 There is clear evidence of culture in chimpanzees.
	 Culture is clearly _____________ in chimpanzees.

The Word Family box shows 
all the words that are related 
to stable and have a similar 
or opposite meaning.

mountain or hill: The Great Wall of China follows the
narrow crests and spurs of a granite mountain range.

square1 /skweə(r); NAmE skwer/ noun 1 a shape with
four straight sides of equal length and four angles of 90°;
a piece of sth that has this shape: The patterns are made
up of red and white squares and triangles. 2 an open area
in a town, usually with four sides, surrounded by build-
ings: People protested in the city's streets and squares. 3 ~
of sth the number obtained when you multiply a number
by itself: The output is the square of the input.  see also
SQUARE ROOT

square2 /skweə(r); NAmE skwer/ adj. 1 having the shape
or approximate shape of a square: The points are arranged
on a square grid. 2 having angles of 90° exactly or
approximately: Translations are given in square brackets.
3 ~ kilometre/mile/metre, etc. used to refer to a unit of
measurement equal to the area of a square whose side is
of the unit mentioned: Table 5.3 shows the number of
people per square kilometre in each country. 4 (abbr. sq)
3 metres/6 feet/25 miles, etc. square used to give the size
of a square object or space, by giving the length of each of
its sides: The painting was nearly two metres square.

square3 /skweə(r); NAmE skwer/ verb 1 [T, usually passive]
~ sth to multiply a number by itself: The body mass index
is equal to body weight divided by height squared. 2 [T, I]
to make two ideas, facts or situations agree or combine
well with each other; to agree or be CONSISTENT with
another idea, fact or situation  RECONCILE (1): ~ A
and B It is difficult to square these two arguments.  ~ A
with B His values seem hard to square with those of Chris-
tians in general.  ~ with sth The book did not quite
square with the expectations of his admirers. 3 [T] ~ sth
(off) to make sth have straight edges and corners: A very
sharp axe is used to square off the tree trunks.

ˌsquare ˈbracket (BrE) (NAmE bracket) noun [usually pl.]
either of a pair of marks, [ ], placed at the beginning and
end of extra information in a text, especially comments
made by sb who is checking the text: (in/inside/within)
~s Editor's comments have been placed in square brackets.

ˌsquare ˈroot noun ~ (of sth) (mathematics) a number
which, when multiplied by itself, produces a particular
number: The square root of 64 (√64) is 8 (8 × 8 = 64).

sta·bil·ity  /stəˈbɪləti/ noun 1 [U, sing.] the quality
or state of not changing or being disturbed in any way:
Switzerland is known for its political stability.  Exchange
rate stability may be threatened.  These materials are
reported to have a very high thermal stability, a property
needed for use as high temperature coatings.  ~ of sth
Clearing forests reduces the diversity and stability of local
ecosystems.  INSTABILITY (1) 2 [U] ~ (of sth) the quality
of being unlikely to move or fall over: The operation had
given him significantly greater stability of the knee.
 INSTABILITY (3)

sta·bil·ize (BrE also -ise)  /ˈsteɪbəlaɪz/ verb 1 [I, T] to
become firmly established and not likely to change; to
make sth do this: Prices have stabilized to some degree. 

~ sth Central banks engage in monetary policy to stablize
the economy.  compare DESTABILIZE (1) 2 [T] ~ sth to make
sth firm or steady so that it is not likely to move or fall
over: The upper body is thrown forward while the pelvis is
stabilized by the seat belt. 3 [I, T] (of a patient or their
medical condition) to stop getting any worse after an
injury or operation; to make a patient or their condition
do this: Her condition had stabilized on medication.  ~
sb/sth The patient must be stabilized before being sent to
the CT scanner.  sta·bil·iza·tion, -isa·tion  /ˌsteɪbəl-
aɪˈzeɪʃn; NAmE ˌsteɪbələˈzeɪʃn/ noun [U] ~ (of sth) The sta-
bilization of the currency was his economic priority. 

Surgical shoulder stabilization may be recommended.

stable  /ˈsteɪbl/ adj. 1 not likely
to change or fail; firmly established:
The population has remained relatively
stable.  India has enjoyed stable dem-
ocracy for over half a century.  The
economy had high but stable inflation.
 compare CONSTANT1 (2), STEADY (2)

 UNSTABLE (1) 2 (of a substance)
staying in the same chemical or ATOMIC

state: A sugar such as glucose is stable at body temperature.
 The elements of which water is composed, hydrogen and
oxygen, both have stable isotopes. 3 firmly fixed; not likely
to move or fall over: Wire mesh can be used to cover the
debris and provide a stable surface for plants.  compare
STEADY (3)  UNSTABLE (4) 4 (of a patient or their med-
ical condition) not becoming worse after an injury or
operation: The test may be performed once the patient is
stable.  Mr Monkton is in a stable condition.

stack1 /stæk/ noun 1 a PILE of sth, usually neatly
arranged: The American space shuttle has 96 individual
fuel cells arranged in three stacks.  ~ of sth The mirrors
are formed by a stack of alternating layers of two different
semiconductors. 2 (computing) a way of storing data in a
computer in which only the most recently stored item can
be RETRIEVED (= found or got back): The addition of a new
item to the top of the stack causes all other items on the
stack to be pushed down and become inaccessible.
 Stacks are often called ‘last in, first out’ data
structures.

stack2 /stæk/ verb [T, often passive] ~ sth (+ adv./prep.) to
arrange objects neatly, especially in a PILE: The bases are
stacked directly on top of each other.  An additional tran-
sistor is now stacked between the power-supply rails.

staff1 /stɑːf; NAmE stæf/ noun 1 [pl.] (BrE) all the workers
employed in an organization considered as a group: Staff
were not trained in passenger safety procedures.  The
advice line is manned by specially trained nursing staff. 

+ noun Staff turnover was extremely high.  In this
meaning, staff is plural and takes a plural verb; it is the
most common meaning in British English but is not used
in American English. You can sometimes use staff mem-
bers instead: Staff members were not trained in passenger
safety procedures.  compare WORKFORCE (1) 2 [C] ~ (of sb)
a group of workers employed by an organization or a
particular person: Airlines employ large staffs of
researchers whose sole task is to find new ways to optimize
aspects of their business.  In this meaning, staff is
singular and the plural is staffs; it is used in both British
and American English. 3 [pl.] (BrE) the teachers in a
school or college: He was sometimes aggressive towards
other pupils and staff.  A senior member of staff patrols
the school at all times.  In American English, the staff
is the people who work at a school or college, but who do
not teach students: students, faculty and staff 4 [C+sing./
pl. v.] a group of senior army officers who help the officer
who is in charge of a military unit: Dreyfus was the only
Jew on the army's general staff.

staff2 /stɑːf; NAmE stæf/ verb [T, often passive] to work in an
organization; to provide people to work in an organiza-
tion: be staffed by/with sth The centre is staffed by a law-
yer, paralegals and volunteers.  ~ sth Resources were
stretched to staff very large projects.  staf·fing noun [U]
The project depends on extra staffing.  + noun Staffing
problems exacerbated the situation.

stage1 /steɪdʒ/ noun 1 [C] a point, period or step in a
process or in the development of sth: ~ of sth Females
reach several stages of social development more quickly
than males.  at a/the… ~ (of sth) If tumours are detected
at an early stage, treatment is usually easier.  in a/the…
~ (of sth) The bridge had to be dismantled in the final
stage of its construction.  in stages The idea is to solve
the problem in stages.  compare PHASE1 (1) 2 [C] a raised

WORD FAMILY
stable adj.
stability noun
stabilize verb
unstable adj.
instability noun
destabilize verb
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	 3	 For each of the following sentences, write a new sentence that expresses the same idea using 
the word in bold below.

Example: 	 Kane gives great emphasis to this second point. 
		  emphasize 
		  Kane greatly  emphasizes  this second point. 

a	 Internet users were invited to participate in an online study. 
participant

	 _________________________________________________________________________

b	 The authors concluded that most sedimentation occurred below the beach zone. 
conclusion

	 _________________________________________________________________________

c	 The study relies on data from a national survey. 
reliant

	 _________________________________________________________________________

d	 It is clear that more work is needed on this topic. 
clearly

	 _________________________________________________________________________

	 4	 Read texts A and B. Identify the two words in the first line of each text that belong to the 
same two word families.
A	 Social class has traditionally been divided into three broad categories: an upper class that 

owns property, land, and investments and is wealthy and powerful; a middle class made 
up of professional workers such as managers and owners of small businesses; a lower class 
of people who have low-paid jobs or who are unemployed.

SOURCE: de Chazal, E. and Rogers, L. (2013). Oxford EAP Intermediate/B1+. Oxford: Oxford University Press

B	 Traditional British social divisions of upper, middle and working class seem out of date in 
the 21st century, no longer reflecting modern occupations or lifestyles. 

BBC News Magazine, 3 April 2013 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-22000973

In Text A the writer uses an adverb + verb to express an idea which writer B expresses using 
a noun phrase (adjective + noun). How does this change the focus of the sentence? What is 
the main idea in text A and in text B?

Practice

	 5	 Find a short text in your own discipline and identify two or three words that belong to word 
families. What are the other members of the word family? Write a short paraphrase of one of 
the ideas in the text, using different word family members.


